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Many people know about Justice Thurgood Marshall, lawyer for the NAACP and Supreme Court Justice who 

successfully argued the famous Brown v. Board of Education case before the Supreme Court in 1954. But did 

you know about the team of attorneys—especially Mr. Oliver Hill—who were essential legal partners to 

Marshall in this case?  Oliver Hill was born in Richmond in 1907, and attended Howard University for his 

undergraduate and law degrees, where he met and became friends with Thurgood Marshall. In the 1930s, he 

was one of the founding organizers of the NAACP Virginia, and worked tirelessly for equality between the 

then-segregated Black and White schools. He brought more legal actions to court fighting for equal schools in 

Virginia than were ever brought to court in any state in the southern United States. Most of his early cases 

focused on equal resources for schools and equal pay for Black teachers and White teachers. He was drafted 

into military service in 1943, serving in both France and the Philippines. After the war, he and his legal 

partner received a phone call from Virginia student, Barbara Johns, requesting help for their segregated and 

under-resourced school in Farmville. He convinced Ms. Johns and her community colleagues to directly 

challenge segregation in court, and constructed a case aiming to end school segregation. This case was rolled 

in with the famous Brown case, and was part of the winning argument for integration in the 1954 Supreme 

Court decision. In the 1950s, Mr. Hill fought against the policies of “massive resistance” in Virginia. Massive 

resistance was an attempt by the governmental leadership of the Commonwealth to halt integration in 

schools. In 1960 Mr. Hill served on the platform drafting committee on civil rights for the Democratic Party. 

For Oliver Hill’s steadfast work for justice and fairness, he was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by 

President Bill Clinton in 1999.  

         

 

 

 

 

Oliver Hill & Thurgood Marshall (3rd and 4th from the left) 


